The role of activin, follistatin and inhibin in testicular physiology.
The role of the inhibins, activins and follistatins in testicular function are being more clearly defined following studies describing the cellular localisation of these proteins to the testis and the availability of specific assay systems enabling measurement of these proteins. Taken together with the results of targetted gene inactivation experiments, several concepts emerge. Inhibin B is predominantly produced by the Sertoli cell in many adult male mammals whereas there is a perinatal peak of inhibin A in the rat. In contrast, activin A has its highest concentrations in the immediate post-natal period during which it is involved in the developmental regulation of both germ cells and Sertoli cells being modulated by follistatin. Activin A levels are considerably lower in the adult testis but Sertoli cell production is stimulated by interleukin-1 and inhibited by FSH. Little is known about the production of activin B due to the absence of a suitable assay but the beta(B) subunit mRNA is expressed in germ cells and Sertoli cells and is stage-dependent. This pattern of expression suggest that it may be involved in autocrine or paracrine actions within the seminiferous epithelium.